Methylmercury impairs motor function in early development and induces oxidative stress in cerebellar granule cells.
Environmental toxicants such as methylmercury play a critical role in the pathogenesis of many neurodevelopmental disorders. Environmental exposure to methylmercury frequently occurs at low doses, most frequently through fish consumption. Although the general population is at risk for exposure, pregnant women and young children are the most vulnerable. A common symptom of perinatal exposure to methylmercury is increased sensory (visual) deficits, motor impairment, and an overall cognitive decline. Research has indicated that the developing cerebellum, specifically the cerebellar granular layer, is particularly vulnerable to methylmercury neurotoxicity. This review examines the effects of low-level methylmercury exposure on motor coordination. We specifically focus on the role of cerebellar granule cells in methylmercury neurotoxicity. We suggest that methylmercury induces oxidative stress in cerebellar granule cells, which subsequently results in apoptotic cell death. Understanding the mechanism by which methylmercury induces toxicity within the developing brain will allow for enhanced treatments and potential reversal of the detrimental effects.